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A lesson learned about U.S. school 
improvement efforts . . . 

“Prioritize a few areas on which to 
work, keeping the main thing the main 
thing. Less to focus on makes the work 
more manageable and impactful.” 

 
Focused Schools. (2018). Working with district school leaders to 
transform teaching and learning.  



Guiding Questions  

1. How can we use data and root cause 

analysis to gain a deeper understanding 

of the issue we want to improve?  

2. How can we identify high-leverage ideas 

to guide our next steps? 

 

 



Session Agenda 

• Review relevant data analysis topics 

• Use mock data to learn processes  

• Identify Red Flags 

• Determine Root Causes 

• Triangulate Data 

• Generate Change Ideas 

 



Importance of Data Analysis 
Data should be used as a tool 

• to help distinguish fact from 
opinion 

• to allow key questions to be 
answered 

• to determine areas of need for 
planning 

• to inform decision-making 

 

 

 



Drill Down to Root Causes 
Definition of Root Cause 

The fundamental reason for the occurrence 
of a problem 

Characteristics of Targeted Root Causes 
for School Improvement 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Within our control 
• Specific and underlying 
• Worth our collective effort 
• Discoverable by data analysis 
• Crucial to informed decision-making 
• When addressed, improvements expected 
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Start with Identification  
of Red Flags 

Protocol adapted from Focused Schools Collaborative Cycle for Data Analysis 



Compose Red Flag Statements 
• Individually review mock Schoolwide Data Picture and make 

written observations, such as, “I notice...” 

• Focus on data concerns/trends, not causes. 

• Write separate observations on different post-its. 

• Share observations as a team. 

• Group similar observations/post-its as a Red Flag. 

• Determine the two groups that have the most Red Flags.   

• For each of those two groups, write a Red Flag Statement. 

• For example, Reading scores decrease as students move 
from lower to higher grade levels. 

 



Determination of Root Cause: 
“The Five Whys” Process 

Adapted from a free template by the IPL.LLC 



Root Cause Analysis: 
The Five Whys Process 

Red Flag Statement 

Root Cause 



Pros & Cons of The Five Whys Process 

Pros Cons 
• Tendency to stop short of true 

root cause 

• Results are not always 
repeatable 

 

• Quick and easy to learn/use 

• Systematic team approach 

• Challenges assumptions 

• Most effective for simple or              
moderately difficult 
problems 

• Considers one possible 
cause and related reasons 



Example Five Whys Process for Root Cause Analysis 

 
Red Flag Statement: 65 percent of the school’s special education students did not 
achieve the proficient level on 2017-18 OSTP assessments. 

Why is this happening? 

1. SPED students are not acquiring grade level knowledge.          Why? 

2. Teachers aren’t meeting the needs of these students.            Why? 

3. We have only two special education teachers for all grade levels.          Why? 

4. General education & SPED teachers don’t collaborate.        Why? 

5. There is no time in the schedule for collaboration.          
Root 
Cause 

If the ending statement is beyond your control, 
 focus on the previous  answer as the root cause. 



Five Whys Process for Root Cause Analysis  
 

Red Flag Statement 

Why is this happening? 

1.          Why? 

2.            Why? 

3.          Why? 

4.          Why? 

5.          Root 
Cause 

If the ending statement is beyond your control,  
focus on the previous answer as the root cause. 



 
 Another Way to Determine Root Cause: Influencer 

Diagram Process   
 

Adapted from protocol by High Tech High GSF Center for Research on Equity and 
Innovation via University of Pittsburg IFL Learning Forward 2018 presentation 

 



Root Cause Analysis: Influencer Diagram Process 



Pros & Cons of the Influencer Diagram Process 

Pros 

• Considers all possible causes 
of complex problems 

• Determines if one possible 
cause influences another 

• Forces a choice to be made 

• Reveals “power” among 
related possible causes 

• Systematic team approach 

 

Cons 

• More steps than Five Whys 

• More time to learn/use 

 



Step 1: Brainstorm Possible Causes 

For your Red Flag Statement 

• Individually brainstorm possible causes within the control of 
district or school personnel that may contribute to the 
problem. 

• Write each cause on a different post-it. 

• Take turns sharing causes among your team. 

• Group similar causes together on a poster. 

• Give each group of causes a title, such as: 
Curriculum, Instruction, Classroom Assessment, 
Professional Development, School Culture. 

 



Brainstorming Example  

Possible Causes 

• Inexperienced teachers 

• Curriculum not standards-based 

• Poor attendance 

• Large class sizes 

• Ineffective intervention 

• Low expectations 

• Lack of family support 

• Limited professional learning 
opportunities 

• Minimal progress monitoring 

• Student data not used to drive 
instruction 

• Assessment tools not aligned to 
OAS 

 

Reading scores decrease as students move from lower to higher grade levels.                    



Brainstorming Example (continued)  

Possible Causes 

• Individual needs unaddressed 

• No benchmarking 

• Curricular gaps 

• No teacher collaboration time 

 

• Infrequent PLC meetings 

• Lessons not connected to students’ 
lives, interests, or the real world  

• Instructional strategies not 
evidence-based 

 

Reading scores decrease as students move from lower to higher grade levels.                    



 
Example: Groups of Possible Causes with Titles 

Reading scores decrease as students move from 

 lower to higher grade levels.                   

Curriculum 

• Curriculum not standards-based 

• Curricular gaps 

Instruction 

• Large class sizes 

• Inexperienced teachers 

• Ineffective intervention 

• Lessons not connected to students’ lives, interests, or the real world 

• Instructional strategies not evidence-based 

• Individual needs unaddressed 



 
Example: Groups of Possible Causes with Titles 

School Culture 

• Poor attendance 

• Low expectations 

• Lack of family support 

 

Professional Development 

• Limited professional learning 
opportunities 

• No teacher collaboration time 

• Infrequent PLC meetings 

Classroom Assessment 

• Minimal progress monitoring 

• No benchmarking 

• Assessment tools not aligned 
to OAS 

• Student data not used to drive 
instruction 

Reading scores decrease as students move from lower to higher grade levels. 
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Generate Change Ideas 
Protocol adapted from Learning Forward 2018 presentation  

By University of Pittsburgh Institute for Learning (IFL) 



Generate Change Ideas - 2 
What could you try that would impact root causes? 
• Review 1-2 root causes from 

your root cause analysis. 

• Brainstorm individually. Write   
one change idea per post-it. 

• As a team, chart change ideas 
on the effort vs. impact matrix. 
Take turns sharing, grouping 
similar ideas as you go. 

• Choose high-leverage change 
ideas - start with high-impact, 
low-effort; work toward high-
impact, high-effort.  
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Triangulation Analysis 
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Why triangulate data? 
• Use of more than two data 

sources/collection methods 
helps validate results 

• Deepens and widens 
understanding of different 
aspects of the issue 

• Minimizes measurement, 
sampling, and procedural bias 

• Similar findings corroborate; 
different findings facilitate 
refinement of results  
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Thank you! 

Office of School Support & Improvement 

Deborah.Cornelison@sde.ok.gov 

Jan.Foreman@sde.ok.gov  
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